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METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR TRACKING 
AND CONTROLLING MAILPIECE 
PROCESSING USING POSTAL SERVICE 
MAILPIECE CODE 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to methods and systems for 
tracking and controlling mailpiece processing. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to methods and 
systems for tracking and controlling mailpiece processing 
using one or more postal service mailpiece codes. 

BACKGROUND ART 

In conventional mailpiece processing, a mailpiece 
includes multiple bar codes to control mailpiece inserting 
and sorting operations, as well as additional bar codes for 
mailpiece tracking once the mailpiece enters the mail 
stream. As used herein, the phrase "mail stream" refers to the 
path traversed by a mailpiece from the mailpiece origination 
address to the destination address. As used herein, the phrase 
"mailpiece processing" refers to operations performed on a 
mailpiece, such as sorting and inserting, before the mail- 
piece enters the mail stream. 

Using multiple bar codes on a mailpiece for mailpiece 
processing and additional bar codes for mailpiece delivery 
and tracking in the mail stream presents a variety of prob- 
lems as known to those of skill in the art. For example, using 
different bar code symbologies requires different readers. In 
addition, because the bar codes encode data according to 
different standards, each reader must have hardware and 
software that is tailored to decode the bar code according to 
the given standard. Requiring different readers and bar codes 
increases the expense of conventional mailpiece processing 
and tracking operations. Another problem with using mul- 
tiple bar codes on a mailpiece to control mailpiece process- 
ing and mail stream tracking operations is that such bar 
codes make the mailpiece less aesthetically pleasing and 
reduce the amount of room for other information. 

FIG. 1 of the drawings illustrates an example of a con- 
ventional mailpiece. In FIG. 1, mailpiece 100 includes bar 
codes 102 and/or 104 to control mailpiece processing opera- 
tions. For example, bar codes 102 and/or 104 can be used to 
look up mailpiece inserting and sorting information in a 
database to control mail inserters and mail sorters. In 
addition, mailpiece 100 can also include codes 106 and 108 
that are used for mailpiece delivery and tracking. For 
example, bar code 106 can be a United States Postal Service 
PLANET code used by the United States Postal Service to 
track mail electronically once the mail enters the mail 
stream. Similarly, code 108 can be a United States Postal 
Service POSTNET code that is also used by the United 
States Postal Service to control delivery of mailpiece in the 
mail stream. Finally, code 110 can be used by a mailer to 
perform inserter sequence verification integrity tracking. 

Thus, as illustrated by mailpiece 100, a single mailpiece 
can include multiple bar codes that store different informa- 
tion for performing different functions. In addition, because 
the bar codes are of varying format, different types of readers 
and interpretation hardware and software can be required. 
For example, bar code 102 and/or 104 is of the Code 39 
format, which requires a Code 39 reader. Bar code 104 is of 
the DataMatrix format, which requires a DataMatrix reader. 
Bar code 106 is of the PLANET code format which requires 
a PLANET code configured reader. Finally, bar code 110 is 
in character format, which requires optical an character 
recognition (OCR) configured reader. 
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Another problem associated with conventional mailpiece 
processing and tracking is that there are no standards as to 
where many of the bar codes should be located on a 
mailpiece. Thus, a mailpiece processing bar code may not 

5 appear in the same location on different groups of mail- 
pieces. As a result, the orientation of code readers may 
require alteration from one mailpiece processing job to the 
next. This lack of uniformity in code placement can unde- 
sirably increase the cost of mailpiece processing. 

10 As illustrated in FIG. 1, using a variety of bar codes on a 
mailpiece unnecessarily complicates the mailpiece process- 
ing and tracking operations. In addition, these codes make 
the mailpiece less aesthetically pleasing to the recipient. 
Thus, there exists a need for novel methods and systems for 

15 mailpiece processing and tracking that reduce the number 
and variety of bar codes that are printed on a mailpiece. 

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION 

^ According to one aspect, the present invention includes 
methods and systems for mailpiece processing and tracking 
using one or more postal service mailpiece codes. As used 
herein, the phrase "postal service mailpiece code" refers to 
any code or codes printed on a mailpiece used by a postal 

^ service for monitoring a mailpiece as it travels through a 
mail stream. For example, according to one aspect of the 
invention, the United States Postal Service PLANET and 
POSTNET codes are used to control mailpiece processing. 
These codes are used by the United States Postal Service to 

30 track mailpieces and to deliver origin and destination con- 
firmation information to end users. According to another 
aspect of the present invention, these codes are also used to 
control mailpiece processing and tracking before the mail- 
piece enters the mail stream. Because the same code or 

35 codes are used to track a mailpiece in the mail stream and to 
control processing of the mailpiece before the mailpiece 
enters the mail stream, code reader design is simplified and 
the number of bar codes required to be printed on a mail- 
piece is reduced. 

40 Accordingly, it is an object of the present invention to 
provide novel methods and systems for controlling mail- 
piece processing and tracking that reduces the number of 
codes printed on a mailpiece. 
An object of the invention having been stated 

45 hereinabove, and which is achieved in whole or in part by 
the present invention, other objects will be evident as the 
description proceeds, when taken in connection with the 
accompanying drawings as best described hereinbelow. 

50 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Preferred embodiments of the present invention will now 
be discussed with reference to the accompanying drawings 
of which: 

5S FIG. 1 is a diagram of a prior art mailpiece including 
different codes in different formats for mailpiece processing 
and tracking; 

FIG. 2 is a diagram of the address block of a mailpiece 
illustrating an exemplary location for the POSTNET code 
60 and the PLANET code; 

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a system for 
mailpiece processing and tracking using a postal service 
mailpiece code according to an embodiment of the present 
invention; 

65 FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating exemplary steps that can 
be performed by a mailpiece processing database application 
in generating an index to a mailpiece processing database 
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using a postal service mailpiece code according to an nication with the United States Postal Service CONFIRM 

embodiment of the present invention; server, which logs into the confirm server database the date, 

FIG. 5 is a table illustrating a translation file for convert- time and location when a particular maUpiece passes 

ing a POSTNET code and a PLANET code to a mailpiece the multiple postal service^mail delivery stream scan 

processing database index according to an embodiment of 5 point tocabons Thus, the origin CONFIRM service can be 

* * . & used to verify that a communication has been remitted by a 

the present invention; customer. 

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating exemplary steps that can Destination CONFIRM is a service offered by the United 

be performed by a mailpiece processing database application States p ostal ScTvi(X whereb y a mailer can access the 

in locating and updating mailpiece processing information con firm database to access the date, time and scan point of 

using a postal service mailpiece code according to an ^ mailpiece being routed to the customer. The mailer can 

embodiment of the present invention; and get access t0 me time me ma ilpiece was delivered to the 

FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating exemplary steps that can carrier for delivery to the customer. As with the origin 

be performed by a mailpiece processing database application CONFIRM service, the destination CONFIRM service can 

in tracking a mailpiece both before and after the mailpiece ^ be implemented by the Postal Service using the same readers 

enters the mail stream using a postal service mailpiece code described above and a server to communicate destination 

according to an embodiment of the present invention. confirmation information to the mailer. 

FIG. 8 is a flowchart illustrating exemplary steps that can The POSTNET code, like the PLANET code, uses a 

be performed by a mailpiece processing database application height modulated symbology. The POSTNET code encodes 

in performing mailpiece sequencing using a postal service M destination information, such as the postal delivery code, 

mailpiece code according to an embodiment of the present The POSTNET code is used in combination with the 

invention. PLANET code in the above-described origin and destination 

FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating exemplary steps that may CONFIRM operations, 

be performed by a mailer in performing outgoing and return Although in FIG. 2 PLANET code 202 is located above 

mailpiece tracking according to an embodiment of the 25 the address information and POSTNET code 204 is located 

present invention. below the address information, the present invention is not 

limited to using the codes only in these locations. For 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE example, in an alternative configuration, POSTNET code 

INVENTION 204 can be located above the address information and 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, 30 PLANET code 202 can be located below the address infor- 

one or more postal service mailpiece codes are used to mation. The present invention can be configured to use these 

control mailpiece processing before the mailpiece enters the codes to perform mailpiece tracking and to control mailpiece 

mail stream and mailpiece tracking both before and after the processing regardless of where the codes are located on a 

mailpiece enters the mail stream. FIG. 2 illustrates exem- mailpiece. 

plary postal service mailpiece codes suitable for use by 35 According to the present invention, postal service mail- 
embodiments of the present invention for performing these piece codes, such as the POSTNET code and the PLANET 
functions. In FIG. 2, reference numeral 200 generally des- code are used to control mailpiece processing before a 
ignates the address block of a conventional mailpiece. Such mailpiece enters the mail stream and mailpiece tracking and 
an address block can either be printed on the outside of an after the mailpiece enters the outgoing and incoming mail 
envelope or on a mailpiece inserted in an envelope such that 40 streams. However, the present invention is not limited to 
address block 200 is visible through a window in the using United States Postal Service POSTNET and PLANET 
envelope. Address block 200 includes United States Postal codes to perform these functions. Controlling mailpiece 
Service PLANET code 202 and POSTNET code 204. processing and tracking using any code used by a postal 
PLANET code 202 is a bar code in which bars of varying service to monitor, track, or deliver mailpieces in the mail 
height are used to encode any suitable information, such as 45 stream is within the scope of the invention. For example, the 
a service type, a customer ID or mailing and subscriber ID Canadian Post Corporation uses a Code 39 symbology to 
and a checksum. The first two digits of the PLANET code control mailpiece processing in its mail stream. This sym- 
typically indicate a desired service type. For example, bology can be used either alone or in combination with other 
according to current United States Postal Service standards, codes to control mailpiece processing and tracking accord- 
the digits 21 indicate origin CONFIRM, 22 indicates desti- 50 ing to an embodiment of the present invention. All that is 
nation CONFIRM, and 28 indicates both origin CONFIRM required of a code for purposes of the present invention is 
and destination CONFIRM. that the code, either alone or in combination with other 

Origin CONFIRM is a service offered by the United codes, uniquely identify a mailpiece. 

States Postal Service that allows a mailer to access data FIG. 3 illustrates a system for controlling mailpiece 

regarding when a return mailpiece has been sent. The 55 processing and tracking using a postal service mailpiece 

mainstream sortation equipment scans the mail as part of code according to an embodiment of the present invention, 

sorting and routing the mail throughout the U.S. allows a In FIG. 3, a mailpiece processing tracking system, generally 

customer to access information regarding when a return designated 300, includes components that create a mailpiece 

mailpiece has been mailed. Each time the mailpiece is to be placed in a mail stream. For example, system 300 

scanned for the sortation process the information is recorded 60 includes an application 302 that generates print data to be 

in the USPS confirm server. The mailer then has access to printed on a mailpiece. Such an application can be a com- 

the data (multiple instances of) located on the USPS confirm puter program executing on a general purpose computer that 

server. For example, the United States Postal Service can generates the mailpiece print data. Such mailpiece data can 
provide code readers that read POSTNET and PLANET include the actual information content of a mailpiece. For 

codes from mailpieces at various locations in the mail 65 example, if the mailpiece is a bill, the print data can include 

stream. For example, these readers are located at postal the address of the recipient of the bill and the amount of the 

service mail sorting sites. These readers can be in commu- bill. 
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Print data manipulator 304 receives the print data from 
application 302. Like application 302, print data manipulator 
304 can be a program executing on a general purpose 
computer. An example of a print data manipulator program 
suitable for use with the present invention is a statement S 
parameter group written using TRANSFORMER® com- 
mercially available from Bell and Howell Mail and Mes- 
saging Technologies Company of Durham, N.C. In response 
to receiving the print data, print data manipulator 304 can 
reformat and add additional print data, such as the PLANET 10 
code and POSTNET code, and deliver pertinent information 
to printer 306 and mailpiece processing database application 
308. Mailpiece processing database application 308 stores 
the information received from print data manipulator 304 in 
a mailpiece processing database 309. Mailpiece processing 15 
database application 308 can be a computer program execut- 
ing on a general purpose computer. An example of a 
computer program suitable for use as mailpiece processing 
database application is INTELLASERT™ commercially 
available from Bell and Howell Mail and Messaging Tech- 20 
nologies Company of Durham, N.C. INTELLASERT™ is 
adapted to extract mailpiece processing information from a 
mailpiece processing database and deliver the information to 
appropriate mailpiece processing devices, such as inserters 
and sorters. While in the prior art, mailpiece processing 25 
databases are typically indexed using database-application- 
specific sequential parameters, according to the present 
embodiment, mailpiece processing database application 308 
is adapted to access mailpiece processing data in database 
309 based on one or more postal service mailpiece codes. 30 

The mailpiece processing information stored in database 
309 can include instructions for inserting, sorting, and 
printing the mailpiece. In addition, the database may include 
blank fields for storing one or more instances of mailpiece 
tracking data. Table 1 shown below is an example of a 
mailpiece processing database entry for a single mailpiece. 
In the table, the entry includes a plurality of fields, and each 
field has a group of associated records. Of particular interest 
to embodiments of the present invention are field number 2, 4Q 
document ID; field number 70, delivery point bar code or 
POSTNET code; 78-79, which relate to PLANET code 
origin and destination confirm; and 80-87, which relate to 
mailpiece tracking. Because fields 80-87 may be updated as 
a mailpiece travels through the mail stream, fields 80-87 
may have multiple instances for each mailpiece in the 
mailpiece processing database. Each of these fields will be 
discussed in more detail below with regard to mailpiece 
processing and tracking using the POSTNET and PLANET 
codes. 



TABLE 1 -continued 



TABLE 1 



Mailpiece Processing Database Entry 



Field 

Number Field Name 



Mailpiece 
Record 1 



Mailpiece 
Record 



Mailpiece 
Record N 



1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 



Dataset Name 
Document ID 
Total Sheets 
Stream 1 Units 
Stream 2 Units 
Stream 3 Units 
Stream 4 Units 
Target Destination 
Final Destination 
Mail Year 
Mail Month 
Mail Day 



Mailpiece Processing Database Entry 



Field 

Number Field Name 



Mailpiece 
Record 1 



Mailpiece 
Record 



Mailpiece 
Record N 



35 



45 



50 



55 



60 



65 



55 
56 
57 
58 
59 



13 Finish Time 

14 Finish Year 

15 Finish Month 

16 Finish Day 

17 Inserter Name 

18 Inserter Type 

19 Shift Number 

20 Job Seq Num 

21 Operator One 

22 Weight Actual 

23 Postage 

24 Pull Key 

25 Tray Check Mask 

26 Clear Inserter 

27 Dupe Count 

29 Unused 

30 Destination Reason 

31 Staple 

32 Envelope Seal 

33 Security Seal 

34 Envelope Paint 1 

35 Call Insert Code 1 

36 Verify String 1 
37-54 Call Insert and Vferify 

String 

Call Insert Code 16 
Verify String 16 
Host Sort ID 
Manifest Type 
Tray Number 

60 Tray Size 

61 Tray Sort Level 

62 Tray Destination 

63 Group Destination 

64 Mailpiece Seq Number 

65 Print Manifest Number 

66 Tray Label Destination 

67 Tray Label Contents 

68 Tray Label Source 
User Field 
Delivery Point Bar 
Code 

Host Keyline 
Print Line 01 
Print Line 02 
Print Line 03 
Print Line 04 
Print Line 05 
Print Line 06 
Planet Code 
Destination Confirm 
Barcode 

Planet Code Origin 
Confirm Bar Code 
USPS Destination 
Conf - SCF Number 
USPS Destination 
Conf • Op Code 

82 USPS Destination 
Conf • Scan Date 

83 USPS Destination 
Conf - Scan Time 

84 USPS Origin Conf - 
SCF Number 

85 USPS Origin Conf - 
Op Code 

86 USPS Origin Conf - 
Scan Date 

87 USPS Origin Conf - 
Scan Time 

88 Period 

89 CR - Carriage Return 

90 LF - Line Feed 



69 
70 

71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 



79 



81 
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The data stored in mailpiece processing database 309 can index value can be generated by mailpiece processing data- 
be used to control any suitable mail processing device or base application 308 and can simply comprise a numeric or 
devices, such as inserting system 318 and sorter 320. In the alphanumeric character or characters that uniquely identify 
illustrated example, inserting system 318 includes an insert- the entry. In step ST3, mailpiece processing database appli- 
ing module, a stuffing section, and a delivery section. s cation 308 adds an entry to translation file 310 that maps the 
Inserting system 318 is responsible for inserting the correct posta] service ma i]piece code or codes to the mailpiece 
materials in the correct envelopes. For example, mail to be processing database index, i.e., the unique document ID. 
delivered to a football fan may include one set of promo- ^ 5 m k rf lransktion m 310 
tional inserts whde mad to be delivered to a baseball fan ^ (o m embodim6m £ ^ , mv6ntion ]n 
may include another set. Becau^emdividual ma^eces can M F[G transUtion file u designated 500 includes 
be uniquely identified using POSTNET and PLANET codes, ^ fidds Afitsl data field 502 stores the POSTNET code 
and processing information can be extracted from database associated ^ a mailpie ce. The second data field 504 stores 
309, the correct inserts can be paired with each mailpiece. ^ pLANET ^ associat ed with a mailpiece. Finally, a 
Such operations are referred tc^selectivemserUon and can ^ data fieW 506 ^ ^ ^ , o ^ iece 
be controlled using the POSTNET and PLANET codes to 15 &i database 309 Each row to Xable 5 represents an 
extract the selective insertion instructions from database ^ & posTNET code/PLANET code combina- 

309. Other inserting opemions for which mstnictions can be ^ tQ a mail iece p r 0ceS sing database index. It should be 
extracted using the POSTNET and PLANET codes include ^ ^ J flRt column fa ^ ^ iUustrated in FIG 5 
envelope pnnting, such as addressing destination control, (hat me POS TNET code alone is not unique to a given 
and post-stuffing processing such as special handling. For „ mafl icce similarlV) ^though not illustrated in FIG. 5, the 
example, it may be desirable to extract some madpieces PLANET code is typically not unique to a given mailpiece. 
from processing when mailing of these pieces is no longer How ^ combination of the POSTNET and PLANET 
desirable. Such a situation can occur if the madpiet* is a blU ^ ^ tQ a ^ mail iece Because translation file 
and the mailer receives payment. AIM® module 319 con- m uniquely maps POSTNET/PLANET code combinations 
trols input of material to inserting system 318 based on „ t0 database indices, mailpiece processing database applica- 
control information extracted from mailpiece processing ^ 308 can uge ^ P0STNEX and PLANET codes to 
database 309. For example, AIM® module 319 may inc i.de coQtro] m ^ kce processing . 7^ process ^ be described 
a sheet feeder or cutter, an accumulator, and a folder, all ot ^ mQre detafl below 

which can be controlled by mailpiece processing instruc- , . ' .. , 

tions extracted from database 309 based on the POSTNET 30 *thMgh the «nbodimeiit described with respect to 

and PLANET codes. Exemplary operations of AIM® mod- FIGS. 4 and 5 includes gyrating a mailmece processing 

ule 319 are described in detail in U.S. Pat. No. 4,223,882, the ff« ««* POSTNET and PLANET codes, 

disclosure of which is incorporated herein by reference in its *>e present invention is not limited to such an embodiment 

. r For example, the steps illustrated m FIG. 4 are optional and 

_ ^' . . ,. .. . , ,. -, can be omitted in an alternative embodiment of the inven- 

The present invention is not limited to extracting mail- 35 iUusttated Table 1, the POSTNET and PLANET 

piece processing data ^ "ntrolhng an inserter configured be ^ processing database entry 

Idee inserting system 318 illustrated in FIG- 3. Extracting fof ^ Accord ingl£ these values can be used to 

mailpiece processing information from a matip.ece process- * en ^ 

mg database for controlling any suitable mailpiece process- * ^ ^ of a translation fik 

,ng device is intended to be within the scope of the inven- i0 geQ J tiag , flle can be advanIag eous 

Uon ' . . because such generation reduces the amount of information 

According to one embodiment of the invention, mailpiece transmUted over foe mailpiece processing network and can 

processing database appfication 308 gener^e^translation decK ^ ^ ^ fof locad ^ mii ^ icsx processing data 

file3l0basedonthePLANETcodeandPOSTNETcodefor fa mail iece processing database 309. Accordingly, the 

extracting translation information from mailpiece process- 45 Q , invention mclud e S both directly indexing mailpiece 

ing database 309. FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating exem- pr0C essi n g database 309 using the POSTNET and PLANET 

plary steps that can be performed by mailpiece processing codcs of ati a lcansMoD filc based on these codes to 

database application 308 in generating the translation file ^ ^ . ^ database 309 . 

310. Referring to FIG. 4, m step ST1, mailpiece processing • . f . . -, • 
application 308 receives mailpiece processing information 50 A R s fe ™S bac * to " a «' 0DCe ^ pr0C ?t 8 
and postal service tracking codes from print data manipu- database application 308 adds an entry to the translation 
lator 304. Such mailpiece processing information can < abte «" l ^ latl0n Me 31 °. ™*>} K «™ 10 . s,e P ST » 
include information destined for any of the fields illustrated where maU P lece processing application 308 receives mafl- 
in Table 1. The postal service mailpiece codes can include a P iece processing information for the next mailpiece. The 
POSTNET code, a PLANET code, or any other code used by 55 steps of stormg the ma.lp.ece processing .^formation in 
a postal service to track a mailpiece in the mail stream that d^ase 309 and adding an entry to translation Me 310 are 
can be used alone or in combination with other codes to f °' the ne « m » , !P , ? Ce : e .. P0STNET and 
uniquely identify a mailpiece. As will be discussed in more PLANET ^oodes are stored in both madp.ece processing 
detail below, the translation file can be used for sequencing database 30 » ™ d tra ^' aUon me 3 10 , us ' mail P iece P ro " 
and for associating origin and destination CONFIRM infor- 60 cessing apphcation 308 creates a data structure, namely 
mation in the maflpiece processing database. translation file 3 10, that facilitates both madpiece processing 

In step ST2, mailpiece processing database apphcation 111 rac ng " 

308 stores the mailpiece processing information and the Accessing Mailpiece Processing Control 

postal service mailpiece code in mailpiece processing data- Information Using POSTNET and PLANET Codes 
base 309. The mailpiece processing information can be 65 

stored in an entry that is accessible through an index value, Once the mail processing information is stored in mail- 

which is indicated by the document ID field in Table 1 . The piece processing database 309, the POSTNET and PLANET 
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codes can be used to access control information used in reduces the need for additional bar codes to be included on 

mailpiece processing. This feature is used primarily for a mailpiece. In addition, because the POSTNET and 

outgoing mail, e.g., where an inserter is creating a mailpiece PLANET codes have a standardized format, reader design is 

to be sent to a customer. FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating simplified. 

exemplary steps that can be performed by mailpiece pro- 5 According to another aspect of the invention, postal 

cessing database application 308 in locating mailpiece pro- sefvice mail iece codes can 5e ^ for lradd ma il p ieces 

cessing using a postal service mailpiece code and commu- both before ^ aftef ^ mailpieces enter ^ mail streanL 

nicating the ^formation to mailpiece processing control For ex ^ mustrated in FIG 3 feaders 314 read lhe 

software. lUe mailpiece processing control so tware can oe PLANET and POSTNET codes from various locations in the 

software associated with an inserter, a sorter, or other . t . ... 

. . , ... , ' c . c io mailpiece processmg stream. The location at which the 

suitable mailpiece processmg deuces. Referring to FIG. 6, * ^ * information in 

in step i 11. the mailpiece processing database application % ^ 

can be located 

receives postal service mailpiece codes read from a mail- . . .. . *' . v . . •< • 

^ r , ... . . ~ j at various locations in the mail stream to track mailpieces in 

piece. For example, as illustrated m FIG. 3, readers 314 .. . , , nnC TMrT a m aktct 

f , • , • -i • the mail stream based on the POSTNET and PLANET 

located at various locations in the mailpiece processmg iC , . . . . . . , . . ,, , . 

y j^ 15 codes. The readers are typically integrated into the postal 

system can read the postal service mailpiece codes from , . ± J t A J- 4 

'hT . . Jr »j * + u- system s mail sortation and routing equipment. According to 

mailpieces being processed. Readers 314 communicate this T i . , 0l , „ 4 . 0 . , , , f,. . . , 

iiiaii^wvvo uviu 6 F United States Postal Service standards, this mailpiece track- 

™? r T° D ? ma P ? P;^ 111 ^ dala ^ ase . WlicalioD mformation can be stored on a server> referred t0 as a 

??i J^w" ^ yP1 ^ ^ a ^l m fi t T fT CONFIRM server and accessed using a standard file transfer 

(AIM® 319) of mserter 318 to read the first sheet of the ^ ^ Accordi ^ mail iece ; 

control d™™^ °/ docu " da tabase application 308 illustrated in FIG. 3 can commu- 

that includes the POSTNET an PLANET : codes. • nicatc with PP Unitcd Statcs Postal Scrvicc CONFIRM server 

Although readers 314 are shown in FIG. 3 as being 322 tQ Qbtain mailpiece tracking information from the mail 

external to mailpiece processing equipment the present strC am. Yet another source of mailpiece tracking information 

invention is not limited to such an embodiment. For 25 ^ remi ttance processing 324. This portion of a 

example, inserter 318 and sorter 320 can include internal mailpiccc processing operation receives incoming mail from 

readers integrated into the control system of inserter 318 that customers> A reader 314 cari be positioned near the incoming 

read the POSTNET and PLANET codes from mailpieces remittance process ing equipment to read the POSTNET and 

that communicate these codes to mailpiece processing data- PLANET codes from incoming mail. Mailpiece processing 

base application 308. 30 data base application 308 can use this information to update 

Returning to FIG. 6, in step ST2, mailpiece processing database records regarding a mailpiece, such as records used 

database application 308 performs a lookup for a unique t0 track payment 0 f invoices. 

document identifier in translation file 310 based on the ™o^r^ , nT k Kr ™ 

postal service mailpiece codes. In step ST3, mailpiece Mailpiece Tracking Using POSTNET and PLANET 

processing database application 308 extracts mailpiece pro- 35 Codes 

cessing information from mailpiece processing database 309 FIG. 7 illustrates exemplary steps that can be performed 

using the unique document ID or index obtained from by mailpiece processing database application 308 in updat- 

translation file 310. Alternatively, as discussed above, the ing mailpiece tracking information using the POSTNET and 

mailpiece processing information can be extracted from PLANET codes. Referring to FIG. 7, in step ST1, mailpiece 

mailpiece processing database 309 directly using the POST- 40 processing database application 308 receives mailpiece 

NET and PLANET codes, rather than the index. In step ST4, codes from a reader in the mailpiece processing stream. The 

mailpiece processing database application 308 communi- reader can be an external reader, such as one of the readers 

cates the mailpiece processing information to the mailpiece 314 illustrated in FIG. 3 or a reader internal to a mail 

processing control software associated with a machine. After processing machine, such as an inserter or a sorter. The 

the mailpiece processing control software receives the mail- 45 mailpiece tracking information can include the POSTNET 

piece processing information, the mailpiece processing con- code and the PLANET code or any other code that uniquely 

trol software performs a mailpiece processing task using the identifies the mailpiece. In step ST2, mailpiece processing 

mailpiece processing control information. Examples of such database application 308 accesses the mailpiece processing 

mailpiece processing tasks include mailpiece sorting and database entry for the mailpiece using the postal service 

mailpiece inserting. Exemplary sorting and inserting opera- 50 mailpiece code or codes. As indicated above with respect to 

tions that may be performed include selective insertion, FIG. 6, the mailpiece processing database 309 can be 

envelope printing, destination control, and post stuffing accessed using the POSTNET and PLANET codes directly 

processing. As illustrated in FIG. 3, the data extracted from or using an index generated from the POSTNET and 

database 309 can be used to control inserter 318, sorter 320, PLANET codes. In step ST3, mailpiece processing database 

or printer 316. Exemplary inserter functions that can be 55 application 308 updates the mailpiece tracking information 

controlled based on information extracted from database 309 in the database. As stated above, such information can 

include set collation, insert selection, postage value include the location, date and time at which the codes were 

determination, postage value determination, and envelope read in the mailpiece processing stream, 

printing. In step ST4, mailpiece processing database application 

In step ST5, mailpiece processing database application 60 308 receives mailpiece tracking information from a mail 

308 updates the mailpiece processing data in mailpiece stream device, such as a United States Postal Service CON- 

processing database 309 based on the mailpiece status. Such FIRM server. In step ST5, mailpiece processing database 

information can include the location, date and time in the application 308 accesses mailpiece processing database 309 

mailpiece processing stream at which the POSTNET and based on the postal service mailpiece code. In step ST6, 

PLANET codes were read. 65 mailpiece processing database application 308 updates the 

Thus, as illustrated in FIG. 6, mailpiece processing can be mailpiece tracking information based on the information 

controlled using the POSTNET and PLANET codes. This based on the information received from the mail stream. 
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Finally, tracking information regarding response mailpieces code combinations may not be unique. For example, after 

can be tracked by reading the POSTNET and PLANET 10,000 mailpieces are produced with the same POSTNET 

codes of mailpieces received by remittance processing code, the last four digits of the PLANET code will wrap 

equipment 324 illustrated in FIG. 3. around. This potentially makes the combination of POST- 

Thus, as illustrated in FIG. 7, mailpiece tracking can be 5 NET and PLANET code non-unique. However, since it may 

performed during the entire life of a mailpiece, i.e., both be unlikely that 10,000 mailpieces are mailed to the same 

before the mailpiece enters the mail stream and throughout POSTNET code during a given mailing, using the last four 

the outgoing and incoming mail stream, using a postal digits of the PLANET code as a sequence number may be 

service tracking code. In addition, response mailpieces can desirable in some instances, 

be tracked by reading POSTNET and PLANET codes from 1° 

incoming mail. Integrating such tracking allows a mailer to In ™. 8, it is assumed that a separate sequence number 
track a mailpiece during its entire life. In addition, because is generated for each POSTNET/PLANET code combina- 
such tracking is done using standard bar codes already tion. Accordingly, in step ST2, the sequence number gen- 
included on a mailpiece, the design of such a system is erated for the POSTNET/PLANET code combination is 
greatly simplified. Also, the same index and code can be 15 stored in a translation file with the corresponding codes. The 
used for the entire life of the mailpiece. translation file may be similar to or the same as the trans- 
lation file in FIG. 5. In step ST3, mailpiece processing 
Monitoring and Controlling Mailpiece Sequencing database application 308 receives a postal service mailpiece 
Using POSTNET and PLANET Codes code read f rom a ma ilpiece at a second location in the 
According to another aspect, the present invention 2 ° mailpiece processing stream. The » second location may be a 
includes methods and systems for performing mailpiece reader that is locatcd ncar the cnd of thc mailpiece process- 
sequencing using POSTNET and PLANET codes. As used ">g stream, such as after the sorter or after the inserter In 
herein, mailpiece sequencing refers to generating a sequence ste P ST4 > mailpiece processing database application 308 
number for each mailpiece during mailpiece processing and „ performs a lookup in the translation file for the sequence 
determining whether all mailpieces have been processed by ™mber. In step ST5, mailpiece processing database apph- 
verifying the sequence numbers before a mailpiece enters cation 308 determines whether the sequence number equals 
the mail stream. FIG. 8 illustrates exemplary steps for the next ex P ected sequence number. In step ST6, if the 
performing mailpiece sequencing using the POSTNET and sequence number equals the next expected sequence 
PLANET codes according to an embodiment of the present 30 number, mailpiece processing database application 308 pro- 
invention. The steps illustrated in FIG. 8 may be performed messes the mailpiece as normal and updates the next 
by mailpiece processing database application 308 illustrated expected sequence number. In step ST7, if mailpiece pro- 
in FIG. 3 or by a separate sequencing application that is in ccss mg database application 308 determines that the 
communication with readers 314. Accordingly, although the sequence number of the current mailpiece does not equal the 
description below will be described with respect to opera- 35 ^xt expected sequence number, mailpiece processing data- 
tions performed by mailpiece processing database applica- base application 308 alerts the operator that the mail is out 
tion 308, it is understood that these operations could be of sequence. The operator may then take appropriate action, 
performed by a separate process. such as stopping the mail processing operaUon. Accordingly, 
„ - . * 0 . <™ ■ • „ the present invention allows sequencing based on one or 
Referring o FIG. 8, in step ST1, mailpiece processing m J m ^ 

database application assigns a sequence number to a mail- 40 

piece based on a postal service mailpiece code read from the . ^ 

mailpiece at a first location in the mailpiece processing SSS26^ ^ 1 8 

stream. THe first location may be the first reader in the POSTNET and PLANET 'Codes and Mailpiece 

mailpiece processing stream that reads the codes from the Processing Database 

mailpiece. The sequence numbers may be assigned sequen- 45 4 . 4l _ . ■ 

7« l j .» 1 • , tU * • *l„ According to another aspect, the present invention 

tially based on the order in which the mailpiece passes the . » c f - j 

a o k _ 110 _ ace Ln m *«t m thic mcludes methods and systems for outgoing and return 

given reader. Such sequence number assignment in this f 0 °. . . 

& .... , \ , oncTMCT m ^ mr\ mailpiece tracking using the mailpiece processing database 

example is independent from the POSTNET code and 1 nACTMCT J m axfct- ..JLi u m ;„ 

PLANET code. Thus, the first mailpiece that passes the and me POSTNET and PLANET codes. As used herein, 

reader may be sequence number 1, me second mailpiece 50 ° Ut f "f "Z^f*? * 1 j"* b ? a 

may be assigned sequence number 2, etc. The sequence to a third party. An example of such a mailpiece is a 

u u : „ tUa . _ Q La^c ;\u, ct 2t»A : n bill. A return mailpiece, as used herem, is a mailpiece that is 

numbers may be same as the database indexes illustrated in ., • \ u ^ j u ,l 

^ mcluded with the outgoing mailpiece to be returned by the 

' " , e . A . - third party in response to the outgoing mailpiece. An 

In an alternative embodiment of invention, the cxamplc of such a mailpiccc ^ mc portion of a biU that is 

sequence number may be included in the PLANET code For 55 ^ fof me bm ^ { 

example, the last four digits of the Pl^NET code specify a mcthods / aad {cms for lrackin both mc out oin 

customer ID according to United States Postal Service ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ h ^ ^ stfeam 

standards. These last four digits could alternatively be used usi ^ p0STNEX and PLANET codcs and the mailpiece 

to specify the sequence number. The mailpiece processing proce ssing database, 

database application may assign the last four digits of the 60 y 

PLANET code of the first mailpiece that enters the mailpiece FIG. 9 illustrates exemplary steps that may be performed 

processing stream to be 0000. The last four digits of the by a mailer in performing outgoing and return mailpiece 

PLANET code for the second mailpiece would be 0001, and tracking. Referring to FIG. 9, in step ST1, the mailer 

so forth. Using the last four digits of the PLANET code to generates a unique POSTNET and PLANET code combi- 

sequence mailpieces provides the advantage of eliminating 65 nation for an outgoing mailpiece. Table 1 shown below 

the need for an external sequence number. However, it illustrates an example of such combinations that may be 

provides a disadvantage in that the POSTNET/PLANET generated by the mailer. 
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TABLE 1 



14 



POSTNET and PLANET Codes for Outgoing Mailpieces 



POSTNET 



PLANET 



INDEX 



23516-1234-12 


22-12345-0001 


1 


23516-4321-12 


22-12345-0001 


2 


23516-4321-12 


22-12345-0002 


3 


23516-1234-12 


22-12345-0001 


1 


23516-4321-12 


22-12345-0001 


2 


23516-4321-12 


22-12345-0002 


3 



In Table 1, the first two digits of each PLANET code are 
22, which indicate destination CONFIRM service is 
requested from the Postal Service. The first two PLANET 
codes in the table are not unique as they represent the same 
content of a mailpiece. The first two POSTNET codes in the 
table are unique, indicating different destinations for the 
mailpiece. In the third row of the table, the PLANET code 
is different from the PLANET codes in the first two rows, 
indicating a different mailpiece. The POSTNET code in the 
third row of the table is the same as the POSTNET code in 
the second row of the table, indicating that the mailpiece will 
be delivered to the same destination as the mailpiece speci- 
fied in the second row of the table. Table 1 also includes 
indices for each combination of POSTNET and PLANET 
codes. As discussed above, such indices may be stored in a 
translation file. Alternatively, the indices can be omitted and 
the POSTNET/PLANET code combination can be used 
directly to search the mailpiece processing database. 

In addition to creating unique POSTNET/PLANET code 
combinations for outgoing mail, the mailer preferably also 
generates unique POSTNET/PLANET code combinations 
for return mailpieces (step ST2 in FIG. 9). Table 2 illustrates 
exemplary POSTNET/PLANET code combinations for 
return mailpieces. 

TABLE 2 



POSTNET and PLANET Codes for Return Mailpieces 


POSTNET 


PLANET 


INDEX 


04921-2345-12 


21-12345-6789 


1 


04921-2345-12 


21-12345-6790 


2 


04921-2345-12 


21-12345-6791 


3 



In Table 2, all of the POSTNET codes are the same, 
because the POSTNET code specifies the destination of the 
mailer, such as a billing center. Each of the PLANET codes 
includes the first two digits 21, which indicate that origin 
CONFIRM service is requested from the Postal Service. In 
addition, the remaining nine digits of each of the PLANET 
codes uniquely identifies a return mailpiece. 

In step ST3, the mailer associates a mailpiece processing 
database entry with both sets of POSTNET/PLANET code 
combinations. That is, in FIG. 2, the database index for each 
POSTNET/PLANET code combination for a return mail- 
piece corresponds to the database index for the POSTNET/ 
PLANET code combination for the outgoing mailpiece. 
Alternatively, both sets of POSTNET/PLANET code com- 
binations may be stored in the same database entry when the 
mailpiece is created. Associating different mailpieces with 
the same database entry using POSTNET/PLANET code 
combinations is a unique feature of the present invention 
that allows multiple mailpieces to be associated with each 
other and tracked using the same database entry. 

For example, in step ST4, the mailer may receive 
POSTNET/PLANET code combinations from mail stream 



devices, such as readers located in the mail stream United 
States Postal Service CONFIRM servers based on scan data 
from. In step ST5, the mailer may update mailpiece tracking 
information in the mailpiece processing database based on 
5 the information received from the United States Postal 
Service CONFIRM servers. In one example, an outgoing 
mailpiece having the POSTNET/PLANET code combina- 
tion illustrated in Table 1 may be mailed. This mailpiece 
may be a bill. When the destination post office receives the 
10 bill, a reader at that post office will read this POSTNET/ 
PLANET code combination, and store the location, date and 
time in the United States Postal Service CONFIRM server 
database, The mailer can then get access to the United States 
Postal Service CONFIRM server or it will forward that 
15 information to the mailpiece processing database applica- 
tion. The mailpiece processing database application will 
update an entry in the mailpiece processing database indi- 
cating that the mailpiece has been delivered. 

When the customer returns payment for the bill, a reader 
at the post office that receives the mailpiece will read the 
POSTNET/PLANET code combination for the mailpiece. In 
this example, it is assumed that the POSTNET/PLANET 
code combination corresponds to the combination listed in 
row 1 of Table 2. The United States Postal Service CON- 
FIRM server will recognize from the PLANET code that 
origin CONFIRM service is requested and will store the 
location, date and time in the United States Postal Service 
CONFIRM server database. The mailer can then access the 
United States Postal Service CONFIRM server and get 
access to the scan data. The mailer will then access the 
mailpiece processing database at the specified index and 
update tracking information in the same entry as the outgo- 
ing mailpiece for the return mailpiece. 

Steps ST4 and ST5 in FIG. 9 are not limited to storing 
United States Postal Service destination and CONFIRM 
service information for multiple mailpieces in the same 
database entry. For example, the POSTNET and PLANET 
codes may be used to track both the outgoing and return 
mailpieces at any location in the mail stream, such as at 
intermediate postal service mail processing sites between the 
originating and destination post offices. In addition, the 
present invention is not limited to storing the mailpiece 
tracking information in the same database entry. All that is 
required for purposes of the present invention is that the 
tracking information for the outgoing mailpieces be associ- 
ated with the tracking information for the return mailpieces. 
Such an association may be accomplished using a pointer in 
the database entry for either the outgoing mailpiece or the 
return mailpiece. 

Late Pulling Using POSTNET/PLANET Code 
Combination 

According to another aspect, the present invention 
includes a method for pulling mailpieces from the mailpiece 
processing stream using the POSTNET/PLANET code com- 
bination. Referring back to FIG. 3, a mailpiece travels 
through a variety of equipment including an inserting system 
318 and a sorting system 320 before being delivered to the 
mail stream. In some instances, it may be desirable to 
prevent a mailpiece from entering the mail stream after 
mailpiece processing has begun for the mailpiece. For 
example, a mailpiece may be a service termination notice 
that is to be mailed to a customer in response to failure of the 
customer to pay a bill. If the customer pays the bill after 
mailpiece processing has begun for the service termination 
notice, it is desirable to extract the service termination notice 
from the mailpiece processing stream. According to the 
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present invention, such extraction may be performed using service mailpiece code containing information for specify- 
the POSTNET/PLANET code combination. ing the source of a mailpiece and a second postal service 
The steps for performing late pulling using the mailpiece code containing information for specifying the 
POSTNET/PLANET code combination are an application lunation of a mailpiece and extracting the madpiece 
of the generic concept of accessing mailpiece processing 5 processing information mcludcs locating the madpiece pro- 
information using die POSTNET/PLANET code combina cessmg information * the madpiece processmg database 

„ s / using the first and second postal service mailpiece codes, 

tion. Hence, description of this embodiment w,U be ? m method of daim 6 wherein locadng the mailpiece 

explained with regard to the steps illustrated m FIG. 6. processing information in the mailpiece processing database 
Referring to FIG. 6, in step ST1, mailpiece processing using thc first md pos(al servicc ma a p i CC c codes 
database application 308 receives postal service mailpiece ™ includes searching the mailpiece processing database for a 
processing codes read from a mailpiece. Id this example, the record containing the first and second postal service mail- 
postal service mailpiece processing codes may be read from piece codes. 

the mailpiece by a reader located at the inserter, the sorter, 8. The method of claim 6 wherein locating the mailpiece 
or any other location in the mailpiece processing stream. Id processing information using the first and second postal 
steps ST2 and ST3, mailpiece processing database applica- 15 service mailpiece codes includes extracting the database 
tion 308 uses the POSTNET/PLANET code combination to index from a translation file using the first and second postal 
access mailpiece processing information for the mailpiece. service mailpiece codes and locating the mailpiece process- 
In this example, the mailpiece processing information may rng information based oo the index, 
be an extraction command for instructing a mailpiece pro- 9. The method of claim 1 whereio receiving a postal 
cessing device to extract a mailpiece from the mail stream. ™ service mailpiece code includes receiving a United States 
Such an extraction command may be stored in mailpiece Postal Service PLANET code and extracting the mailpiece 
processing database 309 or in a file local to the particular processing information includes extracting the mailpiece 
mailpiece processing device, such as sorter 320 or inserting V m J?^ inf °™f ° f n based on ttic PLANET code. 

F 6 , & The method of claim 1 wherein receiving a postal 

system 318. Once the mailpiece processing control software ^ code receivin a ^ ^ s 

receives the command, the mailpiece processing control 25 Service POSTNET code and extracting the mailpiece 
software performs the mailpiece processmg task. In this processing information includes extracting the mailpiece 
example, the mailpiece processmg task is extracting a mail- processing information based on the POSTNET code, 
piece from the mail stream to prevent mailing to a customer. ^ method of claim 1 wherein receiving a postal 
Thus, the present invention includes methods and systems service mailpiece code includes receiving a United States 
for late pulling of mailpieces based on the POSTNET/ 30 pos^ Service POSTNET code and United States Postal 
PLANET code combination. Service PLANET code and extracting the mailpiece pro- 
It will be understood that various details of the invention cessing information includes extracting the mailpiece pro- 
can be changed without departing from the scope of the cessing information based on the POSTNET and PLANET 
invention. Furthermore, the foregoing description is for the codes. 

purpose of illustration only, and not for the purpose of 35 12. The method of claim U wherein extractogthc 

limitation-the invention being defined by the claims. ^t^TT 8 ^formaUon based on the POSTNET 

. . . . . to and PLANET codes includes extracting an index trom a 

What is claimed is: translation file using the POSTNET and PLANET codes and 

1. A method for controlling mailpiece processmg using a ^ ^ m J information from the 
postal service mailpiece code, the method comprising: ^ mailpiec * processing databasc mchldcs extracting the mail- 

(a) receiving a postal service mailpiece code read from a p | ece processing information using the index, 
mailpiece; 13, The method of claim 11 wherein extracting the 

(b) extracting mailpiece processing information from a mailpiece processing information using the POSTNET and 
mailpiece processing database based on the postal PLANET codes includes performing a lookup in the mail- 
service mailpiece code; and 45 piece processing database for an entry containing the POST- 

(c) using the mailpiece processing information to perform NET and PLANET codes. 

at least one mailpiece processing task on the mailpiece. 14. The method of claim 11 wherein extracting the 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein extracting mailpiece mailpiece processing information based on the POSTNET 
processing information includes determining a database and PLANET codes includes extracting the mailpiece pro- 
index based on the postal service mailpiece code and 50 cessing information based on only the POSTNET and 
extracting the mailpiece processmg data includes locating PLANET codes. 

the mailpiece processing information in the mailpiece pro- 15. The method of claim 1 wherein using the mailpiece 

cessing database using the database index. processing information to perform at least one mail process- 

3. The method of claim 2 wherein determining a database ing task includes using the mailpiece processing information 
index includes performing a lookup in a translation file for 55 to control an inserter. 

translating the postal service mailpiece code to the database 16. The method of claim 1 wherein using the mailpiece 

index. processing information to perform at least one mail process- 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein receiving a postal ing task includes using the mailpiece processing information 
service mailpiece code includes receiving a postal service to control a sorter. 

mailpiece code containing information specifying a desti- 60 17- The method of claim 1 wherein postal service mail- 
nation for the mailpiece. piece code uniquely identifies the mailpiece. 

5. The method of claim 1 wherein receiving a postal 18. A method for accessing mailpiece processing infor- 
service mailpiece code includes receiving a postal service mation using a postal service mailpiece code, the method 
mailpiece code containing information specifying a source comprising: 

of the mailpiece. 65 (a) receiving a United States Postal Service PLANET 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein receiving a postal code and a United States Postal Service POSTNET 
service mailpiece code includes receiving a first postal code read from a mailpiece; 
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(b) extracting mailpiece processing information from a includes receiving a single postal service mailpiece code 
mailpiece processing database based on the PLANET including information uniquely identifying the mailpiece. 
and POSTNET codes; and 29. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal 

(c) using the mailpiece processing information to perform service mailpiece code from a reader located at a first 
at least one mailpiece processing task on the mailpiece. 5 location in a mailpiece processing stream includes receiving 

19. A method for tracking a mailpiece during mailpiece a postal service mailpiece code from a reader associated 
processing and during transfer through a mail stream using with a mail inserter. 

a postal service mailpiece code, the method comprising: 30. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal 

(a) receiving, from a reader located at a predetermined servioe mailpiece code from a reader located at a first 
location in a mailpiece processing stream, a postal 30 locaUon m a mailpiece processmg stream includes receiving 
service mailpiece code read from a mailpiece; a P ostal address code from a reader associated with a mail 

(b) locating an entry corresponding to the mailpiece in a "g* ■ q{ ^ ^ wherein ^ 

mailpiece processmg database using the postal service ^ ^ g ^ device receiving ^ 

mailpiece code, JS m f ormat j on fj. om a server operatively associated with a mail 

(c) updating mailpiece tracking information for the mail- stream reader for reading ^ postal service ma ilpiece code 
piece in the entry based on the first predetermined from the mai i p j ece . 

location; 32, The method of claim 31 wherein receiving informa- 

(d) receiving information originating from a mail stream uon from a server includes receiving the information from a 
device indicative of a location of the mailpiece in a mail 1Q CONFIRM server. 

stream, the information including the postal service 33 The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

mailpiece code; ti 0 n from a mail stream device includes receiving informa- 

(e) locating the entry corresponding to the mailpiece in tion indicative of a location, date, and time at which the 
the mailpiece processing database using the postal mailpiece was processed in the mail stream. 

service mailpiece code; and 25 34. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

(f) updating the mailpiece tracking information in the tion from a mail stream device includes receiving informa- 
entry based od the information originating from the tion including a code indicative of a source of the mailpiece. 
mail stream device. 35. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

20. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal tion from a mail stream device includes receiving informa- 
service mailpiece code from a reader located at a first 30 tion including a code indicative of a destination of the 
predetermined location in a mailpiece processing stream mailpiece. 

includes receiving a postal service mailpiece code contain- 36. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

ing information specifying a destination for the mailpiece. tion from a mail stream device information includes receiv- 

21. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal ing information including a code indicative of a source of 
service mailpiece code from a reader located at a first 35 and destination for the mailpiece. 

predetermined location in a mailpiece processing stream 37. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

includes receiving a postal service mailpiece code contain- tion from a mail stream device includes receiving the 

ing information specifying a source for the mailpiece. mailpiece tracking information including a United States 

22. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal Postal Service POSTNET code. 

service mailpiece code includes receiving a United States *o 38. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

Postal Service PLANET code and locating the entry in steps tion from a mail stream device includes receiving the 

(b) and (e) includes using the PLANET code. mailpiece tracking information including a United States 

23. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal Postal Service PLANET code. 

service mailpiece code includes receiving a United States 39. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving informa- 

Postal Service POSTNET code and locating the entry in 45 tion from a mail stream device includes receiving the 

steps (b) and (e) includes using the POSTNET code. mailpiece tracking information including a United States 

24. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal Postal Service POSTNET code and a United States Postal 
service mailpiece code includes receiving a United States Service PLANET code. 

Postal Service PLANET code and United States Postal 40. A method for mailpiece sequencing using a postal 

Service POSTNET code and locating the entry in steps (b) 50 service mailpiece code, the method comprising: 

and (e) includes using the POSTNET and PLANET codes. ( a ) receiving a postal service mailpiece code read from a 

25. The method of claim 24 wherein locating an entry mailpiece at a first location in a mailpiece processing 
using the POSTNET and PLANET codes includes perform- stream; 

ing a lookup in the mailpiece processing database from an ^ assigning a sequence number to the mailpiece based 

entry containing the POSTNET and PLANET codes. 55 on ^ postal service mailpiece code; 

26 - T he n m e^ f C !fm it"? ^f? " (c) receiving a postal service mailpiece code read from the 

using the POSTOET and PLANET codes includes ^extract- I [ J J & locaUO n in the mailpiece pro- 

ing a database index from a translation file based on the f stream- 

POSTNET and PLANET codes and locating an entry based cessing , 

on the database index. 60 ( d ) determining whether a sequence number associated 

27. The method of claim 24 wherein locating an entry with the mailpiece equals the next expected sequence 
based on the PLANET and POSTNET codes includes number; and 

extracting the mailpiece processing information based only (e) in response to determining that the sequence number 

on the PLANET and POSTNET codes. associated with the mailpiece equals the next expected 

28. The method of claim 19 wherein receiving a postal 65 sequence number, processing the mailpiece as normal, 
service mailpiece code from a reader located at a first 41. The method of claim 40 wherein assigning a sequence 
predetermined location in a mailpiece processing stream number to the mailpiece includes assigning a unique 
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sequence number based on a United States Postal Service 
POSTNET code and PLANET code located on the mail- 
piece. 

42. The method of claim 40 wherein assigning a sequence 
number to the mailpiece includes embedding the sequence 
number in a United States Postal Service PLANET code 
located on the mailpiece. 

43. The method of claim 40 wherein determining whether 
the sequence number equals the next expected sequence 
number includes performing a lookup in a translation file 
based on the postal service mailpiece code for a sequence 
number and comparing the sequence number extracted from 
the translation file to the next expected sequence number. 

44. A method for associating mailpiece tracking informa- 
tion for outgoing and return mailpieces using POSTNET and 
PLANET codes, the method comprising: 

(a) generating a first unique POSTNET and PLANET 
code combination for an outgoing mailpiece; 
. (b) generating a second POSTNET and PLANET code 
combination for a return mailpiece associated with the 
outgoing mailpiece; 

(c) associating a mailpiece processing database entry with 
the first and second POSTNET and PLANET code 
combinations; 

(d) receiving information including a POSTNET and 
PLANET code combination from a mail stream device; 
and 

(e) updating mailpiece tracking information in the mail- 
piece processing database based on the information 
received from the mail stream device. 

45. The method of claim 44 wherein receiving informa- 
tion from a mail stream device includes receiving origin 
CONFIRM information from a mail stream device. 

46. The method of claim 44 wherein receiving informa- 
tion from a mail stream device includes receiving destina- 
tion CONFIRM information from a mail stream device. 

47. The method of claim 44 wherein receiving informa- 
tion read from a mail stream device includes receiving 
information from a mail processing site located between an 
origin and destination post office. 

4S. The method of claim 44 wherein updating mailpiece 40 
tracking information based on information received from the 
mail stream device includes storing information for both the 
outgoing and return mailpiece in the same database entry. 

49. The method of claim 44 wherein updating mailpiece 
tracking information in the mailpiece processing database 
based on information received from a mailpiece device 
includes storing multiple instances of mailpiece tracking 
information for the outgoing and return mailpiece in the 
mailpiece processing database. 

50. A method for extracting a mailpiece from a mailpiece 
processing stream using a postal service mailpiece code, the 
method comprising: 

(a) reading, at a predetermined location in a mailpiece 
processing stream, a postal service mailpiece code 
located on a mailpiece; 

(b) locating mailpiece processing information for the 
mailpiece based on the postal service mailpiece code; 
and 

(c) extracting the mailpiece from the mailpiece processing 
stream based on the mailpiece processing information. 

51. The method of claim 50 wherein the postal service 
mailpiece code includes a United States Postal Service 
POSTNET code and a United States Postal Service 
PLANET code. 

52. The method of claim 50 wherein the predetermined 
location in the mailpiece processing stream is at a mail 
sorter. 



53. The method of claim 50 wherein the predetermined 
location in the mailpiece processing stream is at a mail 
inserter. 

54. The method of claim 50 wherein locating the mail- 
piece processing information includes locating the mailpiece 
processing information in a mailpiece processing database. 

55. The method of claim 50 wherein locating the mail- 
piece processing information includes locating the mailpiece 
processing information in a file local to a mailpiece pro- 
cessing device. 

56. A computer program product comprising computer 
executable instructions embodied in a computer-readable 
medium for performing steps comprising: 

(a) receiving a postal service mailpiece code read from a 
mailpiece; 

(b) extracting mailpiece processing information from a 
mailpiece processing database based on the postal 
service mailpiece code; and 

(c) sending the mailpiece processing information to a 
mailpiece processing device for performing a mailpiece 
processing task on the mailpiece. 

57. The computer program product of claim 56 wherein 
receiving a postal service mailpiece code includes receiving 
a United States Postal Service POSTNET code and a United 

25 States Postal service PLANET code read from the mailpiece. 

58. The computer program product of claim 56 wherein 
receiving a postal service mailpiece code includes receiving 
a code for uniquely identifying the mailpiece. 

59. The computer program product of claim 56 wherein 
sending the mailpiece processing information to a mailpiece 
processing device includes sending the mailpiece processing 
information to a mail inserter. 

60. The computer program product of claim 56 wherein 
sending the mailpiece processing information to a mailpiece 
processing device includes sending the mailpiece processing 
information to a mail sorter. 

61. The computer program product of claim 56 compris- 
ing: 

(a) receiving mailpiece tracking information from a reader 
associated with the mailpiece processing stream, the 
information including the postal service mailpiece 
code; 

(b) locating an entry for the mailpiece in the mailpiece 
processing database using the postal service mailpiece 
code; and 

(c) updating mailpiece tracking information in the entry 
using the mailpiece tracking information received from 
the reader. 

62. The computer program product of claim 56 compris- 
ing: 

(a) receiving mailpiece tracking information from a 
device located in the mail stream, the information 
including the postal service mailpiece code; 

(b) locating an entry for the mailpiece in the mailpiece 
processing database using the postal service mailpiece 
code; and 

(c) updating mailpiece tracking information in the entry 
using the mailpiece tracking information received from 
the reader. 

63. Asystem for processing and tracking mailpieces using 
a postal service mailpiece code, the system comprising: 

(a) a mailpiece processing database including a plurality 
of entries, each entry including instructions for pro- 
cessing a mailpiece; and 

(b) a mailpiece processing database application for receiv- 
ing a postal service mailpiece code, locating an entry 
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for a mailpiece in the mailpiece processing database 
using the postal service mailpiece code, and for extract- 
ing mailpiece processing instructions for the mailpiece. 

64. The system of claim 63 wherein the mailpiece pro- 
cessing database application is adapted to receive United 
States Postal Service POSTNET and PLANET codes and to 
process the POSTNET and PLANET codes to locate the 
entry. 

65. The system of claim 63 wherein the mailpiece pro- 
cessing database contains instructions for controlling an 
inserter. 

66. The system of claim 63 wherein the mailpiece pro- 
cessing database contains instructions for controlling a 
sorter. 

67. A method for tracking a mailpiece during mailpiece 
processing and during transfer through a mail stream using 
a postal service mailpiece code before entering the mail 
stream, the method comprising: 

(a) receiving, from a reader located at a first predeter- 
mined location in a mailpiece processing stream, a first 20 
postal service mailpiece code containing information 
for specifying the source for a mailpiece and a second 
postal service mailpiece code containing information 
for specifying the destination for a mailpiece; 

(b) locating an entry corresponding to the mailpiece in a 
mailpiece processing database using the postal service 
mailpiece code; 

(c) updating mailpiece tracking information for the mail- 
piece in the entry based on the first predetermined 
location; 

(d) receiving information originating from a mail stream 
device indicative of a location of the mailpiece in a mail 
stream, the information including the postal service 
mailpiece code; 
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(e) locating the entry corresponding to the mailpiece in 
the mailpiece processing database using the postal 
service mailpiece code; and 

(f) updating the mailpiece tracking information in the 
entry based on the information originating from the 
mail stream device. 

68. The method of claim 67 wherein locating an entry 
corresponding to the mailpiece in the mailpiece processing 
database includes using the first and second codes to extract 
a database index from a translation file and locating the 
mailpiece processing information based on the index. 

69. The method of claim 67 wherein locating an entry 
corresponding to the mailpiece in the mailpiece processing 
database includes performing a lookup in the mailpiece 
processing database for an entry containing the first and 
second codes. 

70. A method for combining postal service mailpiece 
codes to uniquely identify a mailpiece and to. control track- 
ing and processing of the mailpiece, the method comprising: 

(a) creating a mailpiece including a first postal service 
mailpiece code used by a postal service for identifying 
a source of the mailpiece and a second postal service 
mailpiece code used by a postal service for identifying 
a destination of the mailpiece; and 

(b) using the first and second mailpiece codes in combi- 
nation as a unique identifier for the mailpiece; and 

(c) using the unique identifier to control pre -mail-stream 
mailpiece processing and tracking of the mailpiece in 
the mail stream. 

71. The method of claim 70 wherein the first postal 
service mailpiece code comprises a PLANET code and the 
second postal service mailpiece code comprises a POST- 
NET code. 
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